Catholic liberal arts educators can proclaim boldly that we are in the business of formation and transformation of students at multiple levels and in multiple ways. We want our students to be competent, ethical, and compassionate global citizens who are thoughtful, savvy, deep thinkers who love learning and who love helping others. Research and best practices support the claim that the virtues cultivated by the liberal arts contribute to the flourishing of individuals and society as a whole. Catholic colleges and universities have a long history of promoting the liberal arts, and data from various sources suggest that we are doing it well. Unfortunately, students, parents, and society at large often fail to understand and appreciate their value in an era of both widespread materialism and job insecurity. This paper will explore how evidence from contemporary research and best practices suggests that there is still perennial value in the liberal arts.
and Silicon Valley companies. 1 In the provocative article the author states, "There are no walls between Stanford and Silicon Valley" and then asks, "Should there be?" Stanford, often listed as the top university in the United States among numerous national polls, is the current "it" school with a more competitive and selective acceptance rate for their undergraduate programs than any other college or university in the United States (including traditionally highly competitive and selective universities such as Harvard, Yale, and Princeton). Computer science is now listed as the most popular major at Stanford with many students desiring to seek post-Stanford fortunes in the Silicon Valley business world. 2 Perhaps they are attempting to model themselves as the next Steve Jobs from Apple, Mark Zuckerberg from Facebook, or Larry Page/Sergey Brin from Google, who all made billions in Silicon Valley through life-changing and technologically innovative computer science-driven start-up companies.
A follow-up article also published in The New Yorker magazine entitled "Laptop U" more recently explored the explosion of online education and the efforts of Stanford, MIT, Cornell, and several other leading universities to produce more highly profitable online learning experiences. 3 These trends, among many others, highlight efforts by universities and students alike to find ways to maximize earnings as a goal or at least as a by-product of contemporary higher education.
These current and well-publicized developments contribute to the perception that traditional liberal arts education might be a quaint relic of the past, and that higher education that maximizes success in the business and technology world is really where the action is and the future resides. Business is by far the most popular college major in the United States, representing almost a quarter of all undergraduate degrees earned. 4 And in a recent provocative article, 9 of the 10 top "worthless majors" were in liberal arts, including philosophy, communications, psychology, music, and so forth. 5 The 10th "worthless major" was education! PayPal founder Peter Thiel now offers 20 $100,000 grants per year through his Thiel Foundation to students under the age of 20 to drop out of college in order to start their own companies. Yes, just like Steve Jobs, Mark Zuckerberg, Bill Gates (from Microsoft), Larry Ellison (from Oracle), and many other famous, wealthy, and successful technology titans, students are dropping out of college in order to pursue their get-rich dreams in business and technology, and are being encouraged to do so by the Thiel Foundation among others.
The continuing rising costs of higher education, the inability of many college graduates to find satisfying, relevant, and gainful employment within their areas of study after graduation, the increase in and acceptance of long-term unpaid internships for a year or 1 Ken Auletta, "Get Rich U," The New Yorker, April 30, 2012, 38-47 more after college graduation, and higher expectations for luxury and glamorous living all contribute to the view that liberal arts education is either dead or dying. 6 Why should students consider majoring in liberal arts academic disciplines in 2014 and beyond? Is it foolish for today's college students to major in the humanities, performing arts, social sciences, and even the natural sciences when the business, computer science, and engineering fields are so much more marketable, profitable, and popular? Could it be that a liberal arts education is only for those who are independently wealthy and thus won't need to worry about earning a living after graduation? This current state of affairs poses serious questions about the future of not only liberal arts higher education in general but perhaps liberal arts education within the Catholic tradition in particular.
Our American culture has evolved in such a way to highly value and perhaps even worship money, celebrity, and quick routes to fame and fortune. Perhaps mass media as well as social media have made these matters much worse. While higher education is valued in that more and more Americans are attending and graduating from both two-and four-year colleges, many appear to see higher education as a ticket to a higher paying job. Students, in more recent years, are much more interested in making money than ever before and certainly more than other goals in education, such as developing a meaningful philosophy of life, growing as a person, and engaging with diverse peoples and views, as reported by the yearly UCLA-hosted Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP) Freshman Survey published by the Higher Education Research Institute. 7 The view seems to be that higher education is a means to an end, and that end is a high-paying job.
So, is liberal arts higher education dying in America? Does this traditional form of education have a terminal illness needing hospice care? Should top universities, like Stanford, be smart and cutting edge by continuing to put more and more resources into computer science and technology education closely collaborating with business and industry? And what makes Catholic liberal arts education of any value in today's highly competitive marketplace? If liberal arts education is dying, might Catholic liberal arts education be already dead and buried?
In a Word, No! The Hidden Benefits of Liberal Arts Education
While liberal arts education (and within the Catholic tradition) might, on the surface, appear to be old fashioned, out-of-date, extravagant, and now even countercultural, it is critical to support and nurture it, perhaps more than ever, for several important reasons. First, the ability to engage in thoughtful, meaningful dialogue is a critical skill that liberal arts education reinforces, develops, and nurtures quite well. In a climate of quick sound bites and polarized arguments where those who scream louder win, the ability to engage in deep, thoughtful, nuanced thinking, reflection, and discussion is an important and valuable tool to have and to use. Second, current technical and practical skills can become obsolete very quickly in a rapidly changing and ever-evolving marketplace and world. Yet, critical thinking and problem-solving skills based on thoughtful and careful critical analysis as well as the ability to appreciate, work with, and even celebrate diversity never goes out of style. In the words of Santa Clara University scholars Diane Jonte-Pace and Phyllis Brown "…we need to cultivate habits of the mind and heart that allow for positive contributions in a rapidly changing, complex, and interdependent world." 8 In fact, a recent comprehensive national survey of employers found that most companies value the kinds of thinking and problem-solving skills secured and nurtured through liberal arts education much more than the technical skills obtained in more practical vocational-based training environments. 9 Specifically, 93% of companies surveyed agreed that a job applicant's "demonstrated capacity to think critically, communicate clearly, and solve complex problems is more important than their undergraduate major." Over 90% of companies claimed that new job hires should demonstrate "ethical judgment and integrity, intercultural skills, and the capacity for continued new learning." Over 75% of companies wanted colleges to "put even more emphasis on helping students develop critical thinking, complex problem solving, and written and oral communication skills." Finally, 96% reported that their new job hires were "at ease working with colleagues, customers, and clients from diverse cultural backgrounds." Thus, contemporary employers overwhelmingly preferred the types of skills that are developed, nurtured, and supported by liberal arts higher education.
Liberal arts education highlights the very skills and approaches much needed today. A focus on critical thinking, diversity, good reading, writing, and oral communication skills, thoughtful and reasoned inquiry, and a love of and engagement in learning are all qualities that should be nurtured in our young citizens. Liberal arts education attempts to fully engage students in an academic discipline that hopefully enlivens and enriches A recent comprehensive national survey of employers found that most companies value the kinds of thinking and problem-solving skills secured and nurtured through liberal arts education much more than the technical skills obtained in more practical vocational-based training environments.
them, awakens their natural curiosity and love of learning, and develops their gifts and interests. The study of music, art, literature, social sciences, humanities, and natural sciences in depth and with others hopefully results in a fuller and more long-lasting education, and stimulates a passion for life-long learning as well. In the words of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences in a recent report on the humanities and social science education, "A fully balanced curriculum-including the humanities, social sciences, and natural sciences-provides opportunities for integrative thinking and imagination, for creativity and discovery, and for good citizenship…they are critical to our pursuit of life, liberty, and happiness, as described by our nation's founders." 10
But Why Bother with a Catholic Liberal Arts Education?
Our Catholic values and tradition offers a value-added approach to higher education in general and in liberal arts education in particular. It does more than merely add a few required religious studies classes to a core curriculum similar to those offered in other non-Catholic and some secular colleges and universities. It does more than offer Catholic Masses on campus and a campus ministry office. It infuses all that we do on campus both in and outside of the classroom. Fundamental issues such as social justice, ethics, spirituality, and hospitality are reinforced and nurtured throughout campus life. Perhaps, at its very best, Catholic liberal arts education seeks ways to discover our Godgiven gifts and to use reflection and discernment processes to apply these gifts to help solve the world's greatest needs and problems. 11 Our gifts are not only for our own glory, aggrandizement, or unlimited personal financial gain but also to serve others (most especially those with great need) consistent with God's will and plan for us as we come to understand and discern it. It hopes to "foster engaged citizenship and refined self-knowledge in relation to others." 12 We believe that this connection with education and building a better world can lead to a more satisfying and transformative life rather than using our education solely for our personal gratification and financial gain. As discussed in the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius, this ultimately leads to a sense of consolation rather than desolation. 13 Perhaps several examples may prove useful to illustrate the transformational value of Catholic liberal arts education.
Example 1: Oscar the Doctor
Oscar is a pediatric kidney transplant surgeon at Stanford University Hospital and Medical Center. He was a surgeon in the Vietnam War and worked very closely with former Vice President Al Gore on the Agent Orange problem among veterans. Oscar does not consider himself to be a religious man and is not affiliated with any organized religious tradition. However, as a former undergraduate student and graduate of Georgetown University majoring in English and philosophy, in reflection he attributes much of his success and who he has become as a person to his Jesuit and Catholic higher education experiences as a college student. He states that the Jesuits and lay professors at Georgetown taught him how to write, think clearly, communicate effectively, and to really care about and appreciate others, especially those in greatest need. Dinner party conversations with this close friend and neighbor always turn to our mutual love of mentoring students and to the value of and challenges within Jesuit higher education today. Oscar is an excellent example of the transformative and long-lasting influence of Catholic higher education over the life span, even for someone who does not identify as a Catholic or practice any religion at all. Additionally, Catholic tradition and values also support a more integrated, holistic, and inclusive view of the person. We seek to educate body, mind, and soul to serve God and others. Furthermore, we don't demand that our educational approach is only for Catholics, Christians, or believers in general. As Jesus invites his listeners as reported in the Gospels, we maintain a "come and see" attitude. In a nutshell, we invite students to "come to our educational approach and tradition that embraces ethics, compassion for others, holistic education, and the highest educational and intellectual standards and ideals that help build a better and more just and humane world. Enjoy our hospitality, graciousness, and even love." Perhaps this is Catholic higher education at its very best: using ourselves as earthen vessels of God's great love and grace to help make a better world for all of us through transformational experiences and learning with others.
Catholic liberal arts education is not just about finding a high-paying job after graduation (although that may be a welcomed outcome). It is more about being "engaged, inspired, and ultimately transformed." 14 Helping students discover their interests and gifts and allowing God's grace to find a place to use these interests and gifts to serve others and make the world a better place is what Catholic higher education is all about.
Example 2: Randy the Ethical Baseball Player
After graduation from Santa Clara University, Randy spent 13 years as a professional baseball player associated with several quality teams including the San Francisco Giants, the New York Yankees, the St. Louis Cardinals, and the Seattle Mariners. During one critical late-season game during the final week of a long season, Randy was playing for the Giants in a game with the San Diego Padres that was nationally televised as the featured Fox Game of the Week. The winner of the three-game series would win the division and play in the playoffs, while the losing team would see their season come to an abrupt end. Late in a very close and tense game, Randy slid into third base and the ball popped out of the third baseman's glove, rendering Randy safe. The television announcers wondered if Randy may have done something to help get the ball out of the glove of the Padres' third baseman, as some players such as A-Rod with the New York Yankees had famously done during a critical playoff game against the Boston Red Sox just a few years earlier. One announcer dismissed the possibility that Randy would try to get the third baseman to drop the ball, confidently stating that "Randy wouldn't do that …he's a Santa Clara guy." The fellow announcers agreed and they moved on to another topic. The message was clear: as a graduate of a quality Jesuit, Catholic college education at Santa Clara, Randy was and is assumed to be a person of integrity and ethics. He wouldn't cheat.
This example is further supported and reinforced by several other well-known Santa Clara athletes and my former psychology students, including basketball star Steve Nash and baseball player Daniel Nava, who are well known for their community engagement, ethical behavior on and off the playing field, and refreshing graciousness.
Example 3: Jennifer the Professor
Jennifer was a psychology major coming to the end of her junior year at Santa Clara. She plopped herself in my office one day and, as so many students do as they come toward the end of their college career, expressed great anxiety and some fear about what to do after college. Although she enjoyed her psychology major and core curriculum experience at Santa Clara, she was uncertain about what educational or career path she wanted to follow. After going through the calling protocol that uses Ignatian reflection and strategies of discovery, detachment, discernment, and direction (the four Ds), she joined my health psychology research lab to see if health psychology research might interest her and better help her discern her vocational calling. 15 After working on several projects, presenting her work as the only undergraduate student to do so at the annual In a nutshell, we invite students to "come to our educational approach and tradition that embraces ethics, compassion for others, holistic education, and the highest educational and intellectual standards and ideals that help build a better and more just and humane world. Enjoy our hospitality, graciousness, and even love."
Society of Behavioral Medicine convention in Washington, DC, and publishing several academic papers with other students and myself, she caught fire, found her path and calling, and is now a tenured professor of psychology at a Catholic university. She is an engaged and active Catholic integrating her faith and academic work within a highquality Catholic university.
Example 4: Sara and the Homeless
As part of her Abnormal Psychology class, Sara was asked to participate in a universitysponsored community-based learning experience where she spent two hours per week volunteering at a homeless shelter for mentally ill clients. Sara freely admitted that she was scared and uncomfortable about working with homeless patients, and considered dropping the class to avoid the experience. After addressing her concerns during office hours, she realized that although she was very uncomfortable, she knew that if she was going to be a psychology major she would learn a great deal at the shelter and in the class. With appropriate confidentiality arrangements, Sara discussed her experiences in class, wrote a compelling reflection paper on them, and discovered that one of the clients that she was closely working with at the shelter had a diagnosis in his chart that was not correct. After discussing her concerns in class and with her fellow students, she worked with the staff of the facility pointing out the diagnostic and treatment error. The staff agreed with Sara's assessment, the medical chart was altered, and a new and more appropriate treatment protocol was started for the patient. Sara decided to stay on at the shelter after the course was completed as an intern, as she became more and more fascinated and interested in severe mental illness. Over time, she discovered a calling to try to best assist this population. These experiences and transformation led her to pursue doctoral studies in clinical psychology. She returned to her hometown and now specializes as a clinical psychologist in post-traumatic stress disorder among military veterans, working at the VA hospital and in private practice.
Empirical Research
While case examples and testimonials certainly have their place, quality empirical research is better able to more fully demonstrate the value of Catholic liberal arts education. Efforts have been underway in various locations to help empirically demonstrate the transformative nature of Catholic higher education in the liberal arts. For example,
We are currently examining whether elements of liberal arts education are associated with enhanced compassion during their college years, with preliminary analyses finding strong positive correlations between these elements and compassion scores.
we have sought to determine if elements of this educational model enhance the development of compassion in students. Many Catholic universities have "faith that does justice" community-based learning immersion programs that take students to domestic and international locations to work in solidarity with the poor and marginalized. We have found that students who participate in these programs not only improve their levels of compassion for others (assessed using a reliable and validated compassion inventory and evaluated before, immediately after, and several months following a campus-sponsored immersion trip compared to a matched comparison group), but they also coped with perceived stress and daily hassles much better too. 16 All students at Santa Clara now are required to participate in at least one community-based learning immersion (called experiential learning for social justice) class regardless of their academic major as well as take the compassion inventory when they enter the university and when they graduate. We are currently examining whether elements of liberal arts education (e.g., selected major, community-based learning experiences, campus ministry involvement) are associated with enhanced compassion during their college years, with preliminary analyses finding strong positive correlations between these elements and compassion scores. 17 Additionally, empirical research has found that elements of spiritual and religious practices and engagement are associated with enhanced psychological and physical health and improved well-being that includes less anxiety, depression, alcohol consumption, and many other benefits to college students. 18 For example, our research has also demonstrated that contemplative and meditative practices among college students result in enhanced well-being by lowering stress and enhancing forgiveness skills. 19 Thus, elements of Catholic liberal arts education have been associated with improved psychological, behavioral, and physical functioning among college students using state-of-the-art randomized clinical trial research methodology. This is especially important since many have reported that college students are vulnerable to affective, substance abuse, and eating disorders as well as other mental health troubles. 20 It is also important to mention that liberal arts education within the Catholic tradition is not opposed to professional, technical, and business education. Certainly, many quality Catholic universities offer undergraduate and graduate degrees in these fields. However, these programs tend to at least include elements of traditional liberal arts education within their core curriculum so that engineering, business, and technical fields have at least some exposure to and experience with humanities, arts, social science, and other liberal arts courses. Many also offer community-based learning experiences and immersion programs for those focused on technical and business education as well. In fact, even secular and non-liberal arts schools have come to the conclusion that technical and professional education needs to be informed by the liberal arts, according to a recent Carnegie Foundation report. Thus, Catholic colleges and universities offer value-added elements to technical and professional fields that incorporate parts of Catholic liberal arts education. 21
Conclusion
After teaching at a Catholic (and Jesuit) university for 20 years, I can honestly say to my students, "Come and see…reflect, discern, and let yourself be transformed in our community that wants to help 'engage, inspire, and transform' you to become a person of 'competence, conscience, and compassion,' and to use your God-given gifts to help create a life that is worth living and sharing with others for the benefit of all." 22 Catholic liberal arts education can proclaim boldly that we are in the business of formation and transformation of students at multiple levels and in multiple ways. We want our students to be competent, ethical, and compassionate global citizens who are thoughtful, savvy, deep thinkers who love learning and who love helping others. We want them to discover their gifts and to reflect, discern, and explore how to use their very special gifts and talents in the service of others and of the world. Yes, we want them to be able to be gainfully employed (and become generous alumni donors!), but our goals are bigger, bolder, and more transformative than merely finding a high-paying job after graduation. We want to educate their whole persons to help them live a flourishing quality of life that is healthy and worth living. The good news is that we know how to do this and data from various sources suggest that we are doing it pretty well. The bad news is that this is often a message that is not always so easy for students, parents, and society at large to understand and appreciate in contemporary times when so many think that they want to attend "Get Rich U" rather than "Get Transformed U"! And so in the words of St. Ignatius when he sent Francis Xavier off to Asia for missionary work some 500 years ago, "Go forth and set the world on fire." 23 This is what we hope our students will do after they walk across that stage in cap and gown on that very special graduation day. Catholic higher education in the liberal arts tradition seeks to help transform students to discover and nurture their gifts and to use them to create a more humane, just, and compassionate world that ultimately helps to build the Kingdom of God.
